
The Gaelic Migration 
From Sutherland Shire, Scotland, to Northland, New Zealand 

 

o more thrilling, full-blooded romance of pioneering can be celebrated in recent history, than the Nova Scotian 

settlement of the Waipu and Whangarei Heads district of Northland, New Zealand.  Unaided by any government 

or settlement company, and led by the minister they followed from Sutherlandshire, in Scotland first to St. Ann’s, Nova 

Scotia, then to both Adelaide and Melbourne, Australia and finally on to Auckland, they came in their hundreds by the 

ships they built, manned, officered and provisioned themselves.  Not lightly has their effort been described as one of the 

greatest migrations in British history.  Today their descendants occupy honoured positions all over New Zealand and 

beyond, success not gained by influence or any other unworthy promotion, but by the exercise of those sterling, 

honourable characteristics of the Highland Scot which bring their own reward. 

o get to the reason it is necessary to go back to the days of the Battle of Culloden in 1746, little more than a name 

in any history book these days.  Farming the Highlands then was very much a feudal clan system of tenant famers; 

the clans fought each other, but were as one family when trouble threatened from without.  This all changed after Culloden.  

With the Scottish defeat began the subjugation of the Highlands with cruel severity and tighter restrictions, that did not 

cease until the objective of depopulating the highlands was reached.  It became known as the Highland Clearances 

(Scottish Gaelic: Fuadach nan Gàidheal, the "expulsion of the Gael") and resulted in significant emigration of 

Highlanders to the sea coast, the Scottish Lowlands, and further afield to North America and Australasia.  In the early 

21st century, more descendants of Highlanders are to be found in these Diaspora destinations than in Scotland. 

he central figure of this story is the Reverend Norman McLeod, a dissenting minister of the Church of Scotland, 

who appeared in Moses like fashion to rally his people and lead them forth out of Scotland’s house of bondage, 

and towards their “promised land”.  After enduring nigh on seventy years of British oppression, Rev. McLeod led between 

900 to 1000 of his parishioners from Ullapool across the sea to Nova Scotia in 1815.  Establishing themselves over a 

period of about 35 years at St. Ann’s, a series of circumstances then led this man to sail for the far side of the world in 

search of land with about 270 of his followers in two self-built ships.  The 236-ton barque "Margaret" built by Neil and 

Roderick McGregor at St Ann's for the Reverend Norman McLeod, John Fraser and John McKay that set sail with 140 

on board late in 1851.  And the 179-ton Brig “Highland Lass” also built by the McGregors at Baddeck, Cape Breton for 

Duncan and Murdoch McKenzie that sailed about 5 months later in the spring of 1852, carrying 136.  

heir goal was to find land in Australia, first in Adelaide, and when that failed on to Melbourne where again their 

mission stalled because of sky-rocketing land prices, brought about by the discovery of gold.  They found them-

selves relegated to a canvas tent city filled with filth, violence and disease, separated from Melbourne, by the Yarra River 

in what is known today as St. Kilda.  In these depressing conditions Rev. McLeod lost three sons to typhoid.  At the point 

of admitting failure, his last-ditch correspondence with New Zealand’s governor, Sir George Grey, and the encouragement 

offered in return converted his dying quest into glorious reality and the rest, as they say, is history.  
 

Ship Class Tonnage Captain Passengers Year 
Margaret Barque 235 Rev. N. McLeod? 140 1851 

Highland Lass Brig 179 M. Mckenzie 136 1852 

Gazelle* Schooner 175 M. McKenzie (123) 1853 

Gazelle* Schooner 175 M .Mckenzie (32)? 1854 

Gertrude Brig  120 G. Rose 196 1856 

Spray Brigantine 107 A. Duncan 96 1857 

Breadalbane Barque 221 J. James 160 1858 

Ellen Lewis Barque 336 Ross 235 1860 

*“Margaret” & “Highland Lass” were sold in Melbourne and “Gazelle” bought 12 months later that made 2 voyages to Auckland 
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Subterfuge to Gain a Highland Wife 

efore the “Margaret”, named after the Rev. Norman McLeod’s favourite daughter, was ready to sail in October 

1851, a barque sailed into the harbour for an overhaul during the winter months.  A handsome young officer, 

Hugh Anderson, came ashore and before long met and fell in love with Margaret (Peggy) McLeod (b.abt.1829), the 

belle of St Ann’s.  He was a resourceful young man and said that he would like to learn Gaelic, the language of St 

Ann's, and asked Mary if Margaret could teach him.  Mary saw through this ruse, but thought that his ship would soon 

be leaving so graciously agreed.  Mary was no doubt amused when she heard one of the first sentences that he learned 

by heart.  It was; "Thoir gaol do, mo callen boidheach laoghach." (Give me your love my handsome bonny lass).  

hen it was time for Hugh's ship to leave, he went missing and was believed drowned.  Days later, after his ship 

had disappeared over the horizon, he turned up at the Manse and asked Norman McLeod if he could assist in 

the building of the ships for the migration. Norman agreed.  Then when the "Margaret" was ready for sailing Hugh 

offered to join her as navigating officer and continued with them until they had settled at Waipu.  

oon after arriving in New Zealand aboard the Gazelle in early 1854, Mary and Norman and many of their 

followers settled in Waipu, delighted with the possibilities of their new land.  It was here that Hugh boldly asked 

for Margaret's hand in marriage.  Norman sternly replied,  

"Thou art not of our people, and Peggy cannot understand you or go among strangers."  

"Aye," replied Hugh, "that she can, for has she not taught me Gaelic, and has she not made a Gaidleal (Highlander) 

out of a Gallda?" (Lowlander).  

At that strategic moment Mary and Margaret appeared on the scene, and when Norman saw the pleading look in his 

daughter's eyes he could not say no, but replied, "Well, silver and gold have I none, but in Peggy you have a treasure 

and with her you get my blessing and that of Heaven also." 

ater, after the “Spray” arrived with some 100 passengers from Nova Scotia in June 1857 it appears that Hugh 

Anderson took over the captaincy from ‘A. Duncan’ for his name appears in the Shipping Intelligence column of 

Auckland’s The Daily Southern Cross newspaper as commander of the “Spray” in October 1857 and again in January 

1858. The initial ‘T’ used in the latter, appears to be a misprint or error for Hugh’s second name Falconer. 

 

Tuesday, October 6 1857 

 

Friday, January 29, 1858 

 

 

 

 
http://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/cgi-bin/ 

 

erhaps one of the happiest events of Mary's life in Waipu was the marriage of her daughter Margaret to Hugh 

Anderson, both of whom were very popular.  The excitement grew, when a double wedding was announced, with 

Ina McKay and Hector McKenzie being the second couple.  Margaret and Ina's mothers planned a real Highland 

wedding, beginning with the banns being proclaimed in church on three successive Sundays.  Margaret and Ina were 

kept in strict seclusion until the Friday night before the wedding, when they received their girlfriends bearing presents 

in their home for the "'oidhche' nan cas", (the night of the feet-washing).  Once a serious religious ceremony, it became 

a night of fun when friends washed the bride's feet, and often played tricks on her by putting colouring into the water.  

To end the evening the two mothers made sure there were plenty of good things to eat at supper time.  

n their wedding day Margaret and Ina, led by a piper, marched to the church with their wedding parties, while 

the bridegrooms did the same.  After the ceremony, Margaret and Hugh, and Ina and Hector, walked arm-in-arm 

followed by the wedding parties to a sumptuous wedding feast in the McLeod's home.  Everyone was happy, and the 

young men fired shots into the air while the girls flew ribbons to celebrate the event.  The following Sunday was the day 

of 'beachdaichu', or 'kirking', in church and after the service the young couples again walked arm-in-arm to the brides' 

homes. This was supposed to be the last time they walked arm-in-arm in public.  Hugh & Peggy settled in Auckland 

where he established a successful shipping business that appears to have included the ships bringing this migration to 

New Zealand. Together he and Peggy had one daughter and three sons.. http://www.jarrell.ca/782.html 

iven the bonding these intrepid Scots enjoyed, from their close knit community and the hardships they had 

endured together, it is certain, that Peggy McLeod, Mary Bruce Nesbitt, and Dolina McGregor were the closest 

of friends.  Peggy’s marriage to a man most would have considered an ‘outsider’ also opened the door for the other two 

to later marry men from outside their community.  
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Paper Clips—The Gaelic Migration to Waipu & Whangarei Heads 
 

After 12-18 months in Melbourne Duncan and Murdoch 

McKenzie bought the 175 ton Aberdeen schooner 

"Gazelle" to make the journey, arriving in Auckland on 

18 September 1853. In this first party were Ninety 

"Highland Lass" people and 33 from the "Margaret"  

The “Gazelle” returned to bring a further party from 

Melbourne including leader Rev. Norman McLeod. 

 

 

TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 1853 
 

 
 

 
 

FRIDAY, JANUARY 27, 1854 

 

 

 

 

 
 

In all, six ships made the migration to the far side of the 

world from Nova Scotia—the Margaret, (1851) and 

Highland Lass, (1852) were both sold in Australia, and 

the Gazelle then used for the last leg of their journey from 

Melbourne to Auckland. When news of Waipu reached 

those who had remained in Nova Scotia, others decided 

to migrate and four more ships were prepared for the 

journey. These were, Gertrude (1856), Spray (1857), 

Breadalbane (1858) and finally the Ellen Lewis (1860).  
 

TUESDAY, DECEMBER 23, 1856 
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TUESDAY, DECEMBER 23, 1856 

 
 

FRIDAY, JUNE 26, 1857 
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FRIDAY, MAY 25, 1858 
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TUESDAY, MAY 15, 1860 

 
 

 
 

 

A collection of newspaper clippings from: 
http://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/cgi-bin/paperspast
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